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To Please a Lady







Chapter 1



EDINBURGH LATE APRIL, 1705


‘ROBBIE CARRE IS BACK.’


‘So I’ve heard. The question is where?’


The two men spoke in undertones, their words lost in the sounds of music, conversation, and laughter swirling around them. Guests of honor at the evening soiree, they’d found a rare moment of privacy in the crowded ballroom, but both men cautiously scanned the room as they spoke. Robbie Carre had friends everywhere.


‘He’ll come for her. There’s no doubt,’ the Duke of Queensberry murmured. A thin, swarthy man of middle age, he had the natural look of a conspirator.


‘She’s unrivaled.’ The words, husky, low, palpably lustful, were uttered by the Duke of Argyll, the new commissioner who’d come from London to bring Scotland to heel.


Queensberry wondered if their hostess would be able to thwart the young man’s predatory instincts. ‘I hear she’s in love,’ he maliciously noted.


‘So?’ Argyll shot Queensberry an insolent look.


‘So you might wish to cultivate your seductive skills. The Countess of Kilmarnock is no ingénue. Twice widowed and with her pick of suitors, from the Indies to the poles, she might prove a formidable challenge.’


‘Then the prize will be that much sweeter,’ Argyll said, his gray gaze following Roxane Forrestor’s twirling progress across the ballroom.


*

‘MAY KILMARNOCK’S WRETCHED FAMILY ROT IN hell!’ Slamming the bedroom door behind her so hard the paintings quivered on the silk-hung walls, Roxane stalked across the rich Turkey carpet, pulling her tiara from her coiffed head. ‘They have their damned nerve!’ She flung the diamond headpiece across the room with such fury it bounced twice before coming to rest.


‘Could I be of some help?’ a deep voice drawled.


Spinning around, she scrutinized the shadowed reaches of her large bedchamber. The indolent voice was familiar, and a sudden stark fear gripped her senses.


‘Lord God, you can’t be here!’ she exclaimed, shock and horror in her tone, her eyes tracing the dim outlines of the young man lounging on her gilded chair, her frustration and anger dissipating before the horrendous jeopardy of his position in Edinburgh. ‘The house is awash with your enemies!’


As if to punctuate her exclamation, the melodious strains of violins drifted in

through the opened windows from the floor below, numerous voices joining in on the chorus of the

familiar Scottish ballad of Muirland Willie.


‘Like Muirland Willie I’ve come for you,’ Robbie said, his pose utterly still, his dark eyes traveling slowly down the countess’s fashionably attired form. ‘Do you know how long it’s been?’


‘Not long enough. You’re insane, Robbie.’ She glanced back at him in her swift passage to the windows. ‘They’ll hang you if they find you here!’ Shutting a window, she pulled the green velvet drapes closed, then moved to a second window. ‘You have to leave.’


‘I thought I might keep you company tonight.’ He rose from the chair, all grace and languid power.


‘No! Don’t even think that.’ Her words ended on a hushed vibrato, for he’d walked from the shadows, tall, lean, beautiful, his hair lying in waves on his shoulders, the auburn curls striking against the pure black leather of his jack.


‘I can’t do this, Robbie,’ she whispered, moving away, as though

putting distance between them could allay her clamorous heartbeat. How beautiful he

looked – breathtaking, dressed in leather like some pagan warrior, taller than she

remembered, broader, as if he’d grown in the month of their separation, the powerful intensity

of his youth dazzling.


‘I thought of you every second the month past.’ He advanced across the

carpet, immune to the sense of danger terrifying her. ‘I counted the hours …’


‘No, Robbie,’ she gasped, retreating, the faint music reminding her of the hundreds of guests below, many of them dangerous. ‘Don’t say that, don’t pretend everything is fine when it isn’t. It’s terrifyingly not fine.’ She glanced fearfully at the draped windows as though they might be seen through the heavy velvet. ‘You have to leave right now!’


He shook his head so faintly his long hair barely rippled in the candlelight. ‘Sorry,’ he murmured, moving toward her, ‘I’m staying.’


‘Than one of us has to be sensible,’ she sharply replied, the way she might speak to a recalcitrant child. ‘In any event, I have to go back downstairs or I’ll be missed. I’m hosting this political soiree,’ she went on, trying to maintain her composure against his inexorable advance.


‘Is the reptile Queensberry still as charming as ever?’ The outlawed young Earl of Greenlaw’s words were casual, as though he wasn’t a mere floor away from his mortal enemy.


‘Yes, no—’ She moved back a step, then another. ‘Lord, Robbie, you know what he’s like.’


‘Filled with gentle malice. Smiling while he shoves his knife into your heart.’ He took note of the short distance between the countess’s back and the wall. ‘We’ll have to see what we can do to curb his arrogance.’


‘Not we, Robbie,’ she corrected him. Finding her retreat arrested, she pressed her palms into the cherry-wood wainscoting and tried to hold herself steady against the violent beating of her heart. Robbie Carre’s tall, rawboned body was much too close, and the memories and implications of that closeness made her tremble. ‘Please, Robbie, just leave.’ Her voice was taut with emotion.


‘I can’t. I wish I could.’ He stood very still, his expression grave. ‘But the last month was the longest of my life.’


‘Please, Robbie, be sensible. In a few years you’ll forget this ever happened.’


‘Us, you mean?’


‘There can’t be any us, Robbie. Do you want me to begin listing all the reasons? The very first one is that my five children are in peril if I’m seen with you.’ Her brows came together in apprehension. ‘And the other thousand after that don’t matter.’


‘Go, then.’ All suave charm and indulgence, he shifted slightly so his body no longer curbed her departure. ‘We’ll talk about this later.’


‘There’s no later, Robbie Don’t you understand?’ Her in-laws from her first marriage to Jamie Low had given warning they intended to protect their four grandchildren from the taint of the Carres. The Erskines, the family of her second husband, Kilmarnock, had practically threatened to have her thrown into the Tolbooth if she spoke one word to any of the Carres. They wanted nothing to blemish the chance of Kilmarnock’s only issue, Angus, being given an English peerage.


‘We’ll make certain no one sees us together.’


‘This isn’t sport, Robbie. The Erskines are rabid Queensberry supporters. They’d like nothing better than to see your whole family drawn and quartered in their castle courtyard.’


‘Why would they suspect that I’ve returned?’


‘Because you’re a hotheaded Carre.’


‘Hot-blooded, more like,’ he said with a grin. ‘How soon can you rid yourself of your guests?’


‘Robbie!’ she wailed. ‘Listen!’


‘Darling, darling,’ he soothed her, gently brushing her mouth with his fingertip. ‘I’ve heard every word. Now go be a gracious hostess to all the treacherous cutthroats downstairs, and I’ll be here when you return. No one knows I’m in the country.’ He leaned forward so his breath was warm on her mouth, then his lips met hers in a delicate, restrained caress, a butterfly kiss of politesse and affection. ‘So you’re safe, your children are safe.’ His bronzed fingers curled over her silk-covered shoulders, pulled her close. ‘There now, that’s better.’ His arousal was blatant against her belly, black leather and lilac silk gliding against each other in the smallest of undulations – invitation, enticement, potent memory in the exquisite drifting impulse. He murmured deep in his throat – half groan, half sigh, paradise regained after months in the wilderness. As he leaned into her soft, voluptuous body, his kiss subtly changed, deepened, his mouth slowly forcing hers open, his tongue gently exploring, tasting, sliding far into her mouth, prelude to the more tantalizing offer of his virile body hard against hers.


A scorching heat ignited deep within her, her response immediate, extreme, so fierce with memory and need she moaned, a soft, low, animal sound that gave voice to the urgent desire burning through her senses.


‘A month’s too long,’ he whispered, rubbing against her, crushing a handful of skirt in his hand and lifting it up.


Panicked at the sensation of cool air on her thighs, she twisted her mouth away, swiftly brought her hands up to push him away. ‘No! Please, Robbie, no.’


Immune to her pleas, he recaptured her mouth, the pressure of her hands insignificant against his strength. Like a man intent on claiming what was his, he branded her with a demanding, possessive kiss that burned away reason, brought the throbbing between her thighs to fever pitch, made her forget everything but reckless desire.


They were both breathless when he finally released her. With his erection straining his black leather breeches, it required a deep breath to master his rash impulses. ‘Go now,’ he whispered. ‘But don’t be gone too long.’


Shivering, she clung to him, fear and longing a chaos in her brain, the feel of him tantalizing, his body toned, hard, exquisitely tempting – like his arousal. And knowing how he could make her feel, how insatiable his sexual appetite and stamina, she wondered if she was capable of leaving him.


But she’d survived as a widow in a man’s world because she rarely let impulse overwhelm the practical considerations of her life. Inhaling to steady her dizzying susceptibilities, cautioning herself against succumbing to reckless urges, she lifted her head from his chest and gazed up into his dark eyes. ‘Darling Robbie, if I allow this, I put my children in jeopardy. No matter how much I want to make love to you, I can’t.’


‘Do you think I came from Holland only for that? I wouldn’t have to go so far for sex.’


‘I understand,’ she acknowledged. ‘But how can there be anything

more with the limitations curtailing me? And you shouldn’t have written, not with

Queensberry’s spies everywhere.’


He took a half-step back, scrutinizing her with an inquisitor’s fierce regard, all the grace and charm stripped from his face. ‘The letter was sent through Roxburgh. Are you saying he’s suspect now? I think you found someone new.’ His voice took on a rough, flinty edge. ‘That’s what I think.’


‘You’re wrong,’ she responded coolly. ‘Everyone’s suspect since the bribes from London have escalated. And I’ve slept alone the last month, if you must know.’


His smile was instant, unutterably warm, like a brilliant ray of sunshine after a storm. ‘Alone? For me? I’m honored.’


‘Don’t be presumptuous,’ she retorted, testy after his accusations, not inclined to allow him such simplistic guidelines of right and wrong. ‘I’ve been busy trying to keep my in-laws’ clutches off my children since you left for Holland. It didn’t give me time to invite any men into my bed.’


‘I’m just arrived in Edinburgh, the spies haven’t sent in their reports yet.’ Indulgent to her temper now that his jealousy was assuaged, he repressed his smile of satisfaction. ‘So your children are safe.’


‘For how long?’ Determined to resist his dangerous temptations, she moved away.


He could have stopped her but he let her go, half turning to follow her progress.


‘Don’t be here when I return,’ she quietly ordered, reserve in her tone, the Countess of Kilmarnock speaking now. ‘I can’t see you.’


He didn’t reply beyond the merest inclination of his head, but he’d felt what she’d felt when they’d kissed.


As if reading his thoughts, she spun around and faced him, her hands clenched at her sides. ‘Damn you, Robbie, you can’t have everything you want.’


‘But then I don’t want everything,’ he murmured. ‘I only want you.’


Snatching up her tiara from the carpet, she swung the glittering diamond headpiece in the curve of her fingers, disturbed, agitated, out of temper with her conflicting needs, with the impertinent young man smiling at her. ‘This isn’t a game, Robbie.’ Vexation showed in her violet gaze. ‘I’m not available – for a score of reasons you wouldn’t understand.’


‘I understand perfectly. I’ll take care of them all.’


‘If you’re not hung first.’


‘We’ll have our estates back by fall,’ he replied, undisturbed by the menace in her words. ‘You worry too much.’


‘And you don’t worry enough.’ Setting the tiara on her titian curls, she glanced in her dressing table mirror and adjusted the glittering ornament minutely, ‘I have my children to consider, not just my carnal urges. I’m sorry,’ she briskly added, as if her bracing tone would strengthen her resolve. ‘I can’t become involved with you.’ Turning from the mirror, she twitched the folds of her skirt into order, looked at the young Earl of Greenlaw for a breath-held moment, and then, in a swish of lilac silk, walked from the room.




Chapter 2


MOVING SWIFTLY DOWN THE CARPETED hallway, she could hear her heart beating like a drum, the sound echoing in her ears, the heated flush on her face indication of her dread, lust, pleasure at seeing Robbie again. He’d come back to her as he said he would, she thought – and so quickly. An irrepressible smile appeared on her mouth at such charming, ardent impetuousness.


She’d missed him the past month, really missed him.


Which several of her friends had noticed. Not that they understood whose absence was affecting her, but they realized she’d lost interest in the usual crowd of men hovering around her.


Unfortunately, with Roxburgh’s defection, her Erskine mother-in-law had been apprised of Robbie’s correspondence with her, and the gulf between her wishes and reality was vast.


Catching a glimpse of herself in a passing mirror, she came to an abrupt

standstill. The image in the glass was that of a young girl giddy in love – glowing skin,

sparkling eyes, breathless with passion. Her bosom rose and fell in fevered cadence, and the

throbbing between her legs had only marginally diminished. A shame love was

impossible, not to say dangerous, she reflected, making a small moue of disappointment. Although

even ruthless politics could be overlooked, Robbie was still much, much too young to love.


‘There you are,’ an abrasive, female voice declared.


Spinning around, Roxane took note of her Erskine mother-in-law mounting the stairs, her thin, narrow face bright red with the exertion of the long climb.


‘Argyll … is asking … for you,’ the elderly matron gasped, resting on a stair to catch her breath. ‘I should think … you’d know better … than to leave … your guests unattended.’


Roxane often wondered how the old woman maintained life in her withered body; simmering bile no doubt. ‘I needed a moment of quiet.’


‘Kindly remember … where your duty lies.’ The Dowager Countess Kilmarnock’s voice was like acid. ‘Kilmarnock’s son needs court patronage … and Queensberry and Argyll are critical to … that patronage.’


‘I’m well aware of that, Agnes. And if I hadn’t been, your constant reminders have engraved it on my liver.’


‘I told Kilmarnock he was making a mistake marrying you, but he wouldn’t listen,’ she snapped, rude as always about her son’s marriage. ‘Now you will do your duty to the Erskines and my grandson, or I’ll see that Angus is taken from you and raised in a God-fearing home.’


‘Except for my marriage settlement, of course, which disallows that,’ Roxane coolly returned. But she was bluffing and she knew it; the Erskines had enough influence in court to make the outcome of any legal fight uncertain.


‘I don’t think you’d care to put that scrap of paper to the test,’ the old lady tartly noted. ‘Now, remember, Argyll likes docile women.’


‘Meaning?’ A barely repressed fury trembled in the single word.


‘Meaning I expect you to be docile, my haughty daughter-in-law.’ The dowager’s voice was cold as ice. ‘In any way that’s necessary.’


How easy it would be to push her down the stairs, Roxane thought, the fleeting impulse quickly overcome by the moral strictures of a lifetime. But it was damned tempting; she wondered if the old bag of bones would explode in a puff of dust on impact. ‘I’ll be polite to Argyll, but my duty to the Erskines ceases at that point. I hope we’re clear on the definition of politeness. And if you don’t like it, I’d be happy to tell the young duke that you’re pimping in your old age.’


‘I wouldn’t suggest you take me on, young lady. And don’t think pimping in a thousand different forms hasn’t contributed to many an aristocratic fortune. I’ll be watching you, so make sure you’re suitably gracious to the queen’s new commissioner.’


Checkmated again, Roxane bitterly noted – her frequent position since the discovery of Robbie’s letter. But she didn’t have to give the old dragon the satisfaction of thinking she’d won the argument. ‘I’ll consider it,’ Roxane casually replied, moving down the stairs. ‘But I wouldn’t press my luck right now, Agnes. If a woman your age tripped and fell down these stairs, who knows what might break.’


There was satisfaction in seeing the old witch clutch the banister with both hands. Roxane allowed herself a small smile of triumph, even while chastising herself for such wickedness.


But she wasn’t allowed her minor victory for long. Within minutes after entering the drawing room, she found herself face-to-face with the Duke of Argyll, her smiling mother-in-law at his side.


‘The duke tells me your brother Colter served him well as ADC in Holland.’ The dowager countess lightly tapped her fan on the duke’s arm and offered him a warm smile, then returned her gaze to Roxane. ‘I’m sure you have a number of questions you’d like to ask him about Colter. Kilmarnock always said you two were so close, my dear.’ She looked past Roxane. ‘Ah, I see Lady Frances waving at me,’ she mendaciously went on. ‘I beg your leave, Argyll, but I’m sure Roxane will entertain you in my absence.’


As the duke bowed over the old woman’s hand, Agnes cast Roxane a gloating look.


‘She’s not very subtle,’ Roxane said as her mother-in-law walked away. ‘And Colter and I have agreed to disagree since he left to serve Marlborough.’


‘A patriot, and so beautiful,’ John Campbell murmured, gazing down on his hostess with the eyes of a predator. ‘The queen’s court holds no appeal for you?’


‘I don’t need her money.’


‘A direct cut.’ His smile was gracious. ‘I should be offended.’


‘Please do, and release me from my mother-in-law’s designs.’


‘But then my designs would be curtailed as well.’


‘Your wife doesn’t mind?’ Roxane lightly queried.


‘I’ve never asked her.’


‘I see.’


A small pause ensued while the young duke took in the full glory of the flame-haired woman before him. The reigning beauty of her time was even more dazzling at close range. ‘Should I ask you directly?’ he said, thinking she fairly glowed with sensual allure.


‘I’d rather you didn’t.’


‘But if I should?’


‘I would be forced to be evasive, my lord.’


He smiled. Already a brigadier general at twenty-five, he understood tactical offense better than most. ‘The Parliament should be in session most of the summer. Do you like to sail?’


‘Only with friends.’


‘Then we must become friends,’ he cordially said. ‘I hear the Erskines are hoping for an English earldom.’


‘And I’m the means to that peerage?’ she sardonically observed.


He shrugged, his epaulets shimmering with the movement. ‘Let’s just say that, as commissioner, I have enormous latitude in … a variety of areas, peerages included.’ His smile was open, warm. ‘I’m sure we can come to some agreement.’


‘I prefer keeping my distance from the entire Erskine family.’


‘You don’t want an earldom for your son?’


‘Not if the price is my independence.’


‘I could easily discourage Agnes’s involvement,’ he perceptively replied, his voice solicitous. ‘Would you like her sent to the country?’


Roxane smiled faintly. ‘You amaze me, my lord, with the extent of your powers. The queen was generous.’


‘I was under no illusions as to my value to the court when I bargained for this commissionership.’


‘You have carte blanche?’


‘Very nearly. Certainly enough to send Agnes to her country estate if you but give me leave.’ Innuendo was prominent in his words.


‘You tempt me, Argyll, if for no other reason than to nonplus my malicious mother-in-law.’


‘I’m at your service, my dear Roxane, in whatever capacity you wish. Just say the word.’


She understood, in her few minutes of conversation with the young head of the Campbell clan, how he’d accomplished the remarkable feat of not only bringing Queensberry back into the government against the queen’s wishes, but also gaining the broad powers he’d been granted by Her Majesty, Queen Anne. He was remarkably charming, and willing to do whatever was necessary to obtain his objectives. While a political novice, he was neither naive nor inexperienced in the art of diplomacy. His offer of liberation from the grating control of her mother-in-law was extremely persuasive.


‘I’ll consider it, my lord,’ she smoothly returned, her own arts of persuasion and politesse honed to a fine pitch after years of adroitly evading advances from powerful men familiar with having their way.


‘Could I interest you in a country dance, my lady, while you’re considering my proposal?’ He was content with the progress of his campaign. It was May, and the long Parliamentary sessions would continue through the summer and early fall. He needn’t rush. The enchanting Roxane’s resistance would eventually succumb to his persuasion.




Chapter 3


‘YOU’RE SMILING,’ DOUGLAS COUTTS SAID, assessing the presumptuous young man who’d risked his life to return to Scotland. ‘You must have seen her already.’


‘I have, and she’s as bonnie as ever.’ Robbie beckoned the man in the doorway into the study of the Carre apartment. Lounging in shirtsleeves and breeches, his leather jack discarded, he had neither the pose nor look of a harried outlaw. ‘Roxie’s hosting Queensberry and Argyll tonight for her nasty Erskine in-laws, as it turns out. I considered two bullets through the drawing room windows,’ he cheerfully said, ‘but the bastards kept moving and the grounds were crawling with guards.’


‘You’re quite rash to have even shown yourself in the gardens.’ Coutts sat down across from Robbie, near the grate where a small fire kept away the chill of the spring evening. ‘Both Argyll and Queensberry move about only with a full complement of Highland guards and swordsmen.’1


‘Evidence of the great esteem with which they’re regarded,’ Robbie drawled, leaning forward to offer his guest a glass of whiskey.


‘The reprisals would be severe should they be assassinated,’ the Carre family lawyer cautioned. ‘That threat keeps them alive more than the guards. So don’t be reckless’ – he smiled faintly, raising the glass to his mouth – ‘and make the lovely Roxie a widow for the third time.’


‘Amen to that.’ Robbie lifted his glass to the man who was coordinating the Carres’ defense against the treasonous charges brought against them. ‘Although she’s being skittish at the moment.’


‘With good reason,’ Coutts said, in acknowledgement of the fluid state of political alliances. ‘Be careful. I wouldn’t doubt that the Erskines have put informers in her household.’


‘I’m always careful’ – Robbie winked – ‘or at least well armed. Now tell me of the latest maneuvers in the courts and Privy Council concerning our case.’


‘You brought the documents I requested?’


‘A full saddlebag.’ Robbie slipped down into a more comfortable sprawl and gazed at his visitor from under his long dark lashes. ‘Every account of every merchant and burgess in Scotland, along with letters pleading for the release of their funds.’ The men faced financial ruin, their bills of exchange unrecoverable from their accounts held by the Carres’ bank in Rotterdam.


‘Even Queensberry is affected, you know,’ Coutts observed with a half smile. ‘He invested heavily in the last cargo of wine from Bordeaux.’


‘Not enough to repay his confiscation of our properties, though,’ Robbie gruffly replied. ‘Personally, I’d prefer he repay us with his blood.’


‘You’ll hurt him more by beggaring him, my lord. His vanity is his greatest vice.’


‘As is Argyll’s. I hear he’s sold himself dear to the English court.’


‘And he got what he asked for. His commissioner-ship is a case of pis aller. All the other experienced political magnates are unacceptable to either the court or Parliament. We’ll see what he can do.’


‘It depends on how much money the queen is willing to spend to buy votes.’


‘Unlike last session, rumor has it the money is going to be forthcoming this time. Godolphin ordered Seafield to move on arrears of salaries and gratifications.’


‘Then I see Scotland sold away.’ A deep scowl gave indication of Robbie’s resentment. ‘Are there any patriots left who can’t be bought?’


‘Fewer than last session. The court is systematically recruiting those most necessitous. William Seton the younger, of Pitmedden, was bought for a hundred pounds a year.’


‘So everyone has become suspect, Roxburgh a case in point.’


‘Agreed. You see how little it takes for some. They’re also creating new peerages with an extravagant largesse to bolster the court’s interests.’


‘Merde,’ Robbie softly swore, gazing into the remnants of the whiskey in his glass. ‘It’s damned depressing.’


‘Gossip is Hamilton himself has sold out.’


Robbie’s lashes slowly lifted and his eyes were much too cynical for his years. ‘He’s always strapped for cash. I heard his agents in London were trying to negotiate a deal for him. It seems,’ he said with a small sigh, ‘even the great patriot Hamilton has his price.’2


‘The Carre integrity is more easily maintained.’ Coutts was as aware as anyone of what it took to afford to be a patriot. ‘Your family assets, once regained, will maintain the Carres in opulence. You needn’t feel the pressures others do.’


‘I know. Our shipping fleet generates more than enough wealth. And the new tobacco depots in the American colonies are proving lucrative.’


‘Exactly. So you have no need of English money. Even your case before the Privy Council should be settled with a minimum of expense,’ he noted with the frugality of a Scottish lawyer. ‘Paying for the Privy Council’s cooperation is unnecessary when you already hold the wealth of much of Scotland in your Dutch banks.’


Robbie glanced at the clock on the mantel. Sliding upright in his chair, he set his glass aside. ‘Use the Carre money to buy what loyalty you can, and let me know how I can best help. This apartment is secure; the servants are loyal. Any message you wish to leave will be relayed to me.’ Rising, he moved to a chest set against a wall. ‘Take the back way when you leave. Holmes will guide you through the passages.’ Sliding a key from his pocket, he unlocked the painted chest, took out the saddlebags he’d brought from The Hague, and carried them over to Coutts. ‘I’m not certain exactly where I’ll be. It depends on the countess’s degree of apprehension.’


‘And on the Erskines’ threats.’


‘I suppose,’ Robbie brusquely retorted. ‘Damn their mercenary hides. Leave a message with Holmes, should you need me to twist arms or cajole those wavering in their loyalty to Scotland. And I’ll keep in contact with you.’


‘Be cautious, Robbie. Your death would be very profitable to Queensberry.’


A flashing smile graced the Earl of Greenlaw’s handsome face. ‘I have no intention of dying, now that I’m back with Roxie.’ A wicked gleam shone in his eyes. ‘Or at least not in the conventional sense. Wish me good fortune with my reluctant lover.’


‘I don’t doubt your good fortune with the countess. The Erskines, on the other hand, may prove formidable opponents. Watch your back. They’re lying scoundrels, submissive to Queensberry’s every whim.’


‘So long as they stay out of Roxie’s bed, I don’t expect to see them.’ He paused. ‘I’ll get in touch with you tomorrow in case you have any questions about the documents I brought. I bid you good night now. Roxie’s soiree should be over soon.’


‘Take care, Robbie,’ Coutts cautioned. Robbie Carre was still eighteen and though long a full-grown man, gifted and capable, he didn’t have the experience of a devious schemer like Queensberry.


‘I’m armed to the teeth, Douglas, and the Edinburgh streets at night will offer obscurity,’ he assured his friend. ‘Let me know if you have any further word from Johnnie. My brother talked of coming over, although I discouraged him. Elizabeth’s still uncertain. Their son is not a month old.’ He looped his sword baldric over his shoulder and quickly tested the draw of his weapon, the Toledo blade sliding in and out of the scabbard like silk on silk. Picking up his two pistols, he jammed them through his belt, checked the dirk tucked into his boot, and, straightening, tipped his head in adieu. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’


The door opened and closed so quickly he seemed to disappear before Coutts’s eyes.


A moment later the lawyer heaved himself out of his chair with a sigh, offering up a silent prayer for Robbie Carre’s safety. England was playing a dangerous game to neutralize Scotland’s independence. Human life was being sold cheaply, and utterly ruthless men were making the bargains.


*

‘I THOUGHT I MIGHT HAVE TO SHARE YOUR BED with Argyll tonight,’ Robbie sardonically murmured as Roxane entered her bedroom suite an hour later. He was leaning against the wall very near the door, his arms folded across his chest, but his dark eyes held none of the languidness of his pose.


‘He followed me upstairs. I didn’t invite him. And you shouldn’t

have listened if it bothered you.’ She took note of his challenging gaze and went on, with a

challenging look of her own. ‘Furthermore, after spending the entire evening resisting the

duke’s advances, I’m not in the mood for any more male possessiveness. You’re not

supposed to be here in any event.’ She moved away, walking toward her dressing table.


‘He’s married, you know.’


‘Like your Mrs. Barrett. And don’t say that was different.’


He pushed away from the wall. ‘Very well … although it was.’


Her acerbic moue was visible in the mirror over the mantel. ‘Don’t remind me of male hypocrisy. I’m not currently disposed to listen. Kilmarnock’s mother, by the way, is serving as pimp for Erskine interests. I’ve been instructed to be gracious to Argyll in any manner he chooses.’


‘Fuck that.’


‘My sentiments exactly.’ She kicked off her slippers, sending them across the room in her fury.


‘Should I stay out of your way?’ Robbie teased, his jealousy mollified by her response to the duke. He stopped in the middle of the room as if in wait for her answer, still fully armed – an incongruous sight in the silken bedchamber, a dark specter against the celadon damask and gilded furniture.


‘You’d better. You’re not on Agnes’s list of useful paramours.’ She unclasped one diamond earring from her ear and tossed it on her dressing table. ‘As if I give a damn about the Erskines anyway. Kilmarnock was an unmitigated ass, and I more than paid my dues to that family by living with him for two years.’


‘My condolences.’


‘I should have received soldiers’ wages for surviving that family for so long.’ She tossed the second earring on the tabletop and, turning around, smiled at him for the first time that evening. ‘I thought about pushing Agnes down the stairs a few hours ago.’ Her expression was cheerful. ‘You may not want to associate with a reprobate like me.’


‘You aren’t the only one who’s considered ways to put Agnes Erskine in her grave. Don’t they say the good die young?’


‘No doubt the saying was coined with her in mind. Help me with this necklace.’ She turned her back to him.


‘With pleasure. I brought you something that will go equally well with that gown.’


She glanced over her shoulder. ‘You shouldn’t have.’ She smiled. ‘Actually, you shouldn’t be here at all.’


‘I know. That’s why I didn’t come out and punch Argyll. I was being circumspect – for you, for your children … for the Carres, for God and country.’ He grinned. ‘Why is this all so damned complicated?’ he murmured, stripping his gloves off.


His fingers were warm on her skin as he unclasped her diamond necklace, his delicate touch evoking sensations of lust out of all proportion to the circumstances.


‘Put mine on instead.’ Dropping the necklace on the dressing table, he pushed her gently toward the bed.


She glanced at him again, and his smile obliterated the entirety of her durance vile that evening. ‘Will I like it?’ One brow arched flirtatiously, an undercurrent of seduction in her voice.


‘Definitely.’ Even Johnnie, known for his largesse, had questioned the

extravagance of his brother’s purchase. Roxane’s gasp brought a grin to his face.

‘All the best diamonds go through Rotterdam …’


‘This must be all the diamonds in Rotterdam,’ she breathlessly intoned, awestruck.


A wide collar of diamonds with a graduated fringe of larger diamonds, centered with a huge square-cut emerald, glittered on the bedcover. No fewer than two thousand diamonds made up the elaborate necklace.


‘The emerald detaches for a brooch if you wish, as does the central portion for a tiara. It’s very functional.’


‘Everyone will know you’re back in town if I wear this.’


‘Then wear it just for me until our court case is settled.’


‘It’s too much, Robbie. I’d feel beholden.’


‘Think of it as a gift from Queensberry, then. We’re holding a great deal of his funds in our banks in Holland. Try it on.’


She hesitated still, the costly necklace not some bagatelle that could be casually accepted from a lover. ‘I’m not sure.’


‘Should I give it to Mrs. Barrett?’ he teased.


‘Probably not.’ She grinned. ‘Her husband would kill her for it, or more likely she’d divorce him to marry you.’


‘A terrifying prospect,’ Robbie playfully observed.


‘She didn’t capture your heart, then.’


He shook his head. ‘My heart was already taken by a scandalously beautiful widow.’


‘She was a stopgap, you’re saying.’


‘A way of passing the time until I could engage your interest.’


‘And now that you have, the risks are horrendous,’ she gravely replied, the light suddenly gone from her eyes.


‘I’ll lock the door.’


‘Don’t be casual about this.’ Her violet gaze held his with a piercing regard. ‘You’re talking about my children.’


‘I’m not going to jeopardize your children by being here tonight. I’ll leave before first light. All I want to do is hold you,’ he said. ‘I came here because I couldn’t live without you another moment, and I’m not leaving tonight unless Argyll’s Highlanders come and take me away.’


‘I don’t allow peremptory men in my life anymore.’


‘I’ll try to be more submissive,’ he lightly murmured, pulling his pistols from his belt.


‘Put those back.’ Alarm echoed in her words. ‘You really can’t stay.’ But her voice trailed away at the end, the strength of his large hands on the pistol grips riveting.


He looked up from the bureau where he was depositing his handguns. ‘Just for an hour or so. Why don’t you lock the door.’


She was in her stocking feet, her white silk-covered toes peaking out from beneath the lilac hem of her gown; in her hesitant pose, she had the look of an uncertain maiden. Bereft of jewels, clad in a simple, unornamented gown, she looked fifteen, and for a moment he wished he could have met her before all the other men.


But as quickly he discarded the romantical notion, too long a man of the world to concern himself with virginity. He loved her, not her past or her future, not her fame or repute.


‘Or I could lock the door,’ he gently added, slipping his baldric over his head.


His words seemed to reach her at last. ‘I always forget how watching you makes me tremble. Why can’t I remember that?’


‘You’ve forgotten what it is to love someone.’


Laying his sword beside his pistols, he slid the buckles free on his jack. ‘It’s been too long.’


His fingers were tanned, long and slender, brushed with a light dusting of russet hairs on the knuckles, the red-gold hair swirling upward over his hand to slide under the wristband of his black linen shirt. A fragment of his powerful wrist became visible as he slid the heavy jack from his shoulders.


Stretching, he luxuriated in the freedom from the weight of the guilted armor, and as if mesmerized, her gaze traveled from his fingertips to his muscled arms and his hard lean torso, then down over the sleek black leather of his breeches clinging to his powerful thighs, to the dusty toes of his black riding boots.


‘I’m pleased you came back,’ she said.


His arms dropped to his sides, his hands swinging gently for a moment. ‘I know.’


‘Tell me love is enough.’


‘It’s everything,’ he said, his voice velvet soft.


‘It’s been so long …’


‘You begin believing it doesn’t exist.’


‘I tried to talk myself out of you.’


He smiled. ‘I could tell.’


‘Don’t be so smug.’ The corners of her mouth curved upward, a lush intimacy in her voice. ‘You’re too young to know everything.’


‘I’ve been on my own for a long time, darling. Johnnie wasn’t exactly a model of circumspect behavior after our father died. So I know more than you think.’


‘Can you blot Agnes from my life?’ Grinning like a young girl, she teased him.


‘I can do anything you want.’


‘That Carre assurance,’ she whispered, taking in the full beauty of his strong, bonny body.


‘One learns to fashion the world to one’s liking. And why not? Life’s short.’


‘Not too short, I hope.’ A minute terror quivered in her words.


‘Let me rephrase that,’ he diplomatically asserted, moving toward her. ‘One learns to take what one wants. Period.’


‘The freebooter Carres.’


‘It’s a tradition on the Borders. We’re born and bred to the practice.’


‘And you want me.’


‘Very much.’ He spoke in the merest whisper, but authority impregnated the quiet words.


How much of her independence was at stake? she wondered. ‘Would you take me against my will?’


He stopped just short of her, careful not to touch her. ‘I might wish to but, no, I wouldn’t. Don’t let the likes of Agnes Erskine turn you away from me, though. She was a corrupt and vicious woman long before you and I were born.’


‘More than you and me, it’s about my children right now.’ A gravity underscored her words.


‘Have them taken out of the country for safety. Don’t you trust Jamie’s sister Amelia?’


Her expression immediately brightened, her small frown disappeared. ‘I adore you.’


‘Problem solved?’


‘Maybe.’ She sighed with a new-felt optimism. ‘Just maybe …’


‘I’ll have Coutts send someone to talk to her.’ A small army of Carre retainers was at his command. ‘Someone neutral.’


‘Is there anyone neutral left in these times of tainted principles and dishonest men?’


‘We’ll find someone.’ His confidence was always a source of wonder to her. As if he could do anything. His presence in Edinburgh was evidence enough of his competence; every authority in Scotland was on watch for the outlawed Carres.


‘In the morning,’ she offered, her voice tantalizing.


He shut his eyes briefly, a smile already forming on his mouth before his eyes opened once again. ‘Don’t move.’ He held his hand up for a moment, the words of welcome he’d been waiting to hear sweet in his ears. ‘I’ll lock the door.’


When he returned, he saw her waiting exactly where he’d left her, but her arms were opened wide and her smile was the lush, seductive one he’d yearned for during the lonely weeks past.


‘I’ve been dreaming of this a very long time,’ he said on a suffocated breath, taking her in his arms.


‘And I feel helpless, when I never have before.’


‘Helpless in love,’ he whispered. ‘I know.’


She nodded, gazing up at him, tears shining in her eyes. ‘You should go. I should make you go. But all I can think of is wanton desire. This is insanity, Robbie, with Agnes Erskine and her servants here – none of whom I can trust – and Queensberry and Argyll in town with their armies of swordsmen.’


‘Hush, darling.’ Pulling her closer, he slid his hands down her back. ‘After a month without you all I want to do is feel you … everywhere. To hell with everything else.’


‘The danger – ’


His mouth covered hers, obliterating the rest of her sentence, and the last remnants of her prudence died in a sigh.


He was blatantly aroused, ardent, his hard, lean body so flagrantly aphrodisiac that lust spiked through her, jolted her senses. He was all muscle and sinew beneath the soft linen of his shirt, the broad expanse of his back under her roving hands triggering sweet memory. She’d know him in the dark, she thought, sliding her palms down his sleek body, a flaring heat responding to the familiar feel of him, as though his audacious sexuality had been forever seared on her senses.


Knowing her reluctance, greedy for her after a celibate month, single-minded, he wooed her with kisses and whispered promises of pleasure, reminding her of all he could do to her, of how he could make her feel, how long he could sustain her pleasure. He almost lost control at that point, his memory keen, but disciplining his impulses with an iron will, he coaxed and petted and caressed until she was panting, breathless with need.


‘You seem ready,’ he teased, nibbling on her bottom lip, moving his hips gently against hers.


‘A month’s a long time.’ She reached for the buttons on his breeches, so irrepressibly aroused she was drenching wet, throbbing with desire.


‘A novel experience for you?’


Her gaze flickered upward. ‘Unheard of.’


‘Then we’ll have to make this a memorable night.’ A carnal heat flared in his eyes.


‘I have a feeling it will be.’ She slid her palm down the leather stretched taut over his erection, and closed her fingers around his rigid length. ‘I’m glad I decided to keep you.’


About to speak, he changed his mind. This wasn’t the time to take issue with who was keeping whom. The blood of a reiver ran true in his veins, and whether the Countess of Kilmarnock knew it or not, she was his, now, tomorrow – always.


A door slammed downstairs and Roxane trembled. ‘Oh, lord, Robbie, I don’t know if I can do this. You should go … you should.’


‘I will,’ he murmured, reaching down to unfasten another button on his breeches.
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